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[The following article by Mike Ceaser is reprinted with the permission of Noticias Aliadas in Lima,
Peru. It appeared in the Dec. 2, 2002, edition of Latinamerica Press.]
They bring a matrilineal culture to a male-dominated society. Traditionally nomadic, they must
learn to settle in a large city, where their traditions are often met with misunderstanding and
ridicule. And an international border runs through the middle of their territory. But despite these
and other obstacles, the Wayuu, Venezuela's largest indigenous group, have achieved a measure of
success in Maracaibo, Venezuela's second-largest city and capital of the northwestern department of
Zulia, where many have become merchants and university students.
Traditionally herders who moved from spot to spot on and near the arid Guajira Peninsula, which
today is divided by the Venezuelan-Colombian border, the Wayuu, who also are known as the
Guajira, suffered the disease and slavery brought by the colonial conquest. But their warlike spirit,
decentralized social structure, matrilineal society, and the inhospitable territory helped them
preserve much of their culture and independence.
They took advantage of visits from English, Dutch, Spanish, and French ships to learn techniques
of international commerce that still serve them well. With independence from Spain came another
complication: the division of Wayuu territory by the Venezuelan-Colombian border. Turning this
into an advantage, however, they simply ignored the border and began trading merchandise across
the region.
Today, many Wayuu who numbered about 360,000 in the 1992 census, divided about equally
between Venezuela and Columbia are moving to Maracaibo, where they form the foundation of the
city's class of street merchants. Others work in construction or the trades, while a growing number
of young people attend the university.
"Once, nobody paid attention to us, but today we are entering every profession," says Ana
Josefa Gonzalez, 65, who sells handcrafts in downtown Maracaibo. Lack of basic services in rural
communities is among the factors that have swelled the number of Wayuu in Maracaibo to about
80,000. Entry into western culture has strained their traditions. Celia Castillo, 45, who manages
a stand selling clothing in an indoor market in Maracaibo, belongs to a generation of Wayuu
that eagerly embraces western customs and values. Although she wears the manta, the colorful,
traditional, neck-to-ankle dress, she calls other Wayuu traditions primitive and plans for her three
children to go to college.
At the public university, where about 1,000 of the 20,000 students are indigenous, most of them
Wayuu, members of the Asociacion de Estudiantes Indigenous practice traditional music and dances
and speak their native languages.
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"Maintaining one's culture isn't easy," says Rubia Luzardo, a law student, who wears her manta to
class. "In the university, you have to adopt a different way of talking and dressing." Preserving the
Wayuu language has become easier under Venezuela's new Constitution, which mandates bilingual
instruction in indigenous areas. In the past, indigenous children learned only in Spanish.
The Wayuu are also reclaiming their name, which, in their language, means "people." To outsiders,
however, they are still widely known as the Guajira, a name imposed during colonial times. Librada
Pocaterra, who handles admissions for indigenous students at the Universidad de Zulia, says that,
because many indigenous students come from rural communities, they must bear the additional
expenses of room and board when studying in the city. This has contributed to an indigenous
student dropout rate of about 50%.
Some Wayuu traditions cause tensions with nonindigenous Venezuelans. When they marry, many
Wayuu men must still pay a dowry in money or livestock. While anthropologists say the practice is
related to the value of the woman's labor to her parents, some non-Wayuu see it as "purchasing" the
woman. When a girl reaches puberty, she may be isolated at home for months or even years. In the
Wayuu culture, this time is used to educate the girl for her responsibilities as a woman and prepare
her for marriage.
Another tradition that has sometimes caused friction is the importance that Wayuu place on blood.
Under Wayuu law, any spilling of blood, even when accidental, requires payment. Accidents in
which blood has been spilled and no payment made have historically led to murderous feuds. Today
the Wayuu are working with local governments to resolve such feuds.
Castillo strongly rejects the feuding tradition. "That's the awful part," she says. "My children have to
pay, even if they haven't done anything."
The Wayuu have become known as traders, and their position on the border gives them a natural
advantage. Many hold double citizenship, and border officials generally allow Wayuu free passage
between Venezuela and Colombia. Not all the commerce is legal, however. Much is contraband, and
some Wayuu use their privileges to smuggle drugs out of Columbia.
"What we call the informal economy and the West calls contraband is a survival strategy for us,"
Pocaterra says. That strategy has enabled many to do more than survive. But as more Wayuu
purchase flashy goods like pickup trucks, Pocaterra worries about the impact of newfound wealth
on traditional values. She also worries about the children, who may be raised by grandparents
because both parents work. "We are beginning to copy cultural models that are not appropriate to
our indigenous culture," she says.
So far, the Wayuu appear to be avoiding the worst pitfalls of rapid social change. One reason,
Pocaterra says, is their matrilineal social structure. Women have an important voice in decisions,
and names, clan membership, and inheritances all pass through the mother's side. In the Wayuu
creation myth, they are children of mother earth and father rain. And the women were born first.
With one foot in tradition and the other in the city, many Wayuu look toward a future filled with
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opportunities. "Maracaibo produces everything," Castillo says. "If somebody dies of hunger here,
it's because they want to."

-- End --
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